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WHY CONSERVE THE GENETIC DIVERSITY OF LIVESTOCK?

Extinction is not a concern for the major domestic species, which
benefit from society's protective custody. Large total population sizes
are maintained to ensure adequate product supplies, and the species'
basic needs are usually met. Total population sizes are generally in
the hundreds of millions, even though the effective population size
may be much smaller.

The compelling need for conserving domestic species is to pre-
vent the loss of the many differentiated populations that, because of
geographic or reproductive isolation, have evolved distinct charac-
teristics and now occupy different environmental niches. A further
need exists to guard against depleting diversity due to current breed-
ing technologies, worldwide movement of germplasm, the prolifera-
tion of highly selected industrialized breeds, and commercial stocks
founded on a relatively small number of breeding individuals. The
range of genetic diversity in livestock species must be saved as a
foundation for future improvements and adjustments to changing
production conditions.

Because the ultimate effects of diminished genetic diversity are
hard to estimate, given the unpredictability of future needs, the con-
servation of livestock genetic diversity can best be considered as a
form of insurance. Preserved stocks will possess potential economic,
scientific, and sociocultural benefits.

Economic Benefits

Genetic variation provides the foundation to continue improve-
ments in production efficiency and to accommodate, relatively rap-
idly, unpredicted changes in the methods for producing animals and
marketing their products, or in the demand for animal products. An
example of the need to respond to changing demands is seen in the
pork industry where several decades ago animals that possessed large
amounts of fat for lard were desired. With the advent of consumer
concerns about animal fats, and the ready availability of vegetable
shortenings, the demand for lard declined. Consequently, breeders
produced the leaner, meat-producing animals prevalent today.

Scientific Benefits

Studies of genetic variation and gene variants provide insight
into physiological and biochemical functions, gene structure and con-
trol, and evolutionary processes in animals. Miniature pigs (a geno-
type commonly used in studies of growth, obesity, and diabetes) il-